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Heartfelt compliance with responsible requests is prized by parents. Non-compliance with simple requests such as “Please hang up your coat” is often associated with power struggles, frustration, and disquiet in the home. This article considers the idea that children are weakened by a pattern of non-compliance, and presents some thoughts on how to gain ground in this area, illustrated by my own life as a parent of young children. I believe that with a few modifications these steps apply to teens, couples, and workplace relations as well.
1.  CLEAR THINKING

Decide whether or not you believe in achieving increased compliance.
 

I believe that to achieve increased compliance one must first achieve a state of conscious clarity about it.   This involves clear principles, and a mental separateness or distinction from the child. This is required to make it through the inevitable protest. The child is not going to lead this process- the parent must lead from within. Once the inner game has been taken care of, new parenting behavior has a sufficient foundation. Without it, parental self-discipline will falter.

 

To gain clarity one must face some questions. Do you believe in compliance?  Do you believe in consensus decision making with your children?  What are the exceptions?  Do you believe your children are harmed by commands?  Is there a place for hierarchy in the home?  What requests are not negotiable?  What is your position on gaining compliance through punishment and rewards? What types of non-compliance are good for your children, and which are not?  What is your belief about whining, tantrums, and disrespectful behaviors?
 

There is no right answer to these questions.  Compliance is a very individual matter. A parent’s principles will be the most powerful influence on their behavior regarding compliance.  

 

This summer I decided that I wanted to see my daughters (aged 6 and 7) consistently comply with responsible, non-emotional requests without protesting. I am not preoccupied with control.  In most things I am comfortable letting them choose.  But about some things, particularly their contribution to the family, I value compliance over freedom of choice.  An example is “Would you set the table now.”  The response I wanted was “Sure Daddy” followed by direct action.  I came to believe this was good for them.

 

STEP 2.  OBSERVE AND TAKE RESPONSIBILITY: 

Observe the situations where you believe compliance is insufficient, seeking clarity about the role you play.
 

Over and again I hear myself, and others, complain about non-compliance in children as if the children were to blame.  “They are defiant” is a cover for parenting that fosters defiance. This is an “other-focused posture”.  Other-focused postures are associated with unending cycles of dissatisfaction in relationships.  Such a posture cannot achieve increased compliance. Freedom from this posture involves more clarity about one’s own contribution to the pattern of interaction. 

 

When observing my own situation, I noticed that I would often make a request which my daughter would protest.  This call and response would cycle a few times, with escalating intensity. My escalating intensity could involve vocal tone, disapproving gestures, commands, and finally, the threat of a punishment, or the promise of a reward. Daughter’s escalating protest could include louder whining, flopping around in mock anguish, foot stomping or ignoring, followed by bargaining such as the absurd: “Can I have a candy if I do it?”

 

Each time I repeated my request, I was sending the signal that the first request was ignorable.  The rule became, “Ignore calm requests, and comply only when intensity reaches a certain level.”  Responding to debate was another weak point in my strategy. If I engaged in a debate about my request, the signal sent was “I am open to negotiation.”  I want to be open to negotiation on some things, but not all things.  If my daughter calmly asked “Can I do it in 5 minutes” I would negotiate. But negotiation after a protest is only for those who love the protests. To change I had to accept a short term loss.  I can’t physically make them set the table. (A fact they were interested in bringing to my attention.)  I came to see that engaging in repeating, negotiating, cajoling made compliance from the heart unlikely.

 

This is where the problem of rewards appeared.  Rewards usually appear in response to non-compliance, and are used when clarity and presence is lacking.  In the home and at work, manipulative behavior feeds on uncertainty, weakening the group.

 

I came to believe that escalating emotional intensity was the heart of the matter for me.  Escalating emotion conveys uncertainty.  My daughters sense it, and exploit it- the lovely little monkeys. Emotional intensity is tempting because it can get results. But it undermines, and may even create, the pattern of non-compliant response to thoughtful requests. Emotional intensity was the worst feature of my repeating, negotiating, and rewarding habits.

 

Being more observant of these interaction patterns left me surer that I believed in greater compliance, since my escalations were ineffective, manipulative, distasteful, and lacking dignity. I resolved to manage myself. 

 

STEP 3. DISCIPLINED ACTION: 
Shift what you are doing by defining an “I position”.
 

An “I Position” is clarity, followed by action, about what I will or will not do, or what I do or do not believe.  An I position is a statement about myself, that comes from clear thinking.  It is not changed under pressure, but it can be changed based on principle.   An I position comes from the understanding that I cannot effectively control anyone other than myself. 

 

I resolved to increase mental vigilance when a calm request did not achieve compliance, a shift from focus on the content of the particular request (i.e. “I want that table set.”) to the general process of teaching compliance (i.e.” heartfelt compliance is more important to me than tonight’s behavior.”)  I had to get better at noticing non-compliance.  Only after noticing could I manage my emotional intensity, and avoid repeating, negotiating, or rewarding in response to a protest. 

 

As a result, I was simply quieter in response to non-compliance. This alone got my daughters’ attention.  My increased poise unsettled them. It got them thinking. Sometimes quietness alone would achieve compliance, after a minute or two.

                                                                    

But ultimately an additional I position was warranted.  I decided that in response to non-compliance I would reduce my warmth and generosity until the compliance returned. This was hard for me to do, because I relish a “sweet” affectionate relationship with them.  I had to sacrifice that feeling, and embrace a more savory, and distinct presence.  This was the hardest part of my effort. I sensed vigor in it, though something was lost. I was willing to trade the fantasy of perpetual coziness for a decrease in frustrated struggles for compliance.

 

I resolved to calmly withdraw my warmth mentally at the time of the non-compliance, and then maintain the withdrawal through the next morning if required.  If my daughter approached me for affection, a favor, in the hours after non-compliance I maintained a poised coolness. By not lecturing, I got them curious. They wanted to know what the heck was going on. I explained my lack of interest in affection, saying I took their non-compliance to heart, and had not forgotten their disrespect for my wishes.  Tone is everything here.  I sought calm clarity not derision, a salty tone but not bitter.    

 

I believe that when such a withdrawal is done calmly, with emotional neutrality, it is not manipulative.  In my case it was low-key and honest.  I had been pretending not to care about compliance.  A truer self was speaking in this coolness. I was trading warmth for something both cool and fiery.  The new fire came with the side benefits of decreased cajoling, pushing, anger and frustration.

 

My withdrawal of warmth included the choice to limit some of the extra things I did for my daughters during a day when they were non-compliant.  For example, when non-compliance happened during our vacation this summer, I chose not to take them for the short boat ride to a candy store the next day.  This was a sacrifice.  I love these trips. I did not announce this at the time of the non-compliance.  I just quietly resolved to withdraw my generosity.  When asked why, I would explain.

 

A little of this went a long way.  This achieved an immediate increase in “Sure Daddy” that lasted throughout the day.  We were both relieved to return to sweetness.


Some might argue that this was punishment.  I disagree.  Punishment has a different spirit. I was acknowledging their right to be non-compliant, but also embracing my right to take a thoughtful, substantive stand.  This is a response, not a reaction. 

 

As a result of this leadership effort, compliance increased, and bickering decreased. The habit of “Sure Daddy” is established, though imperfect. I can live with that. There was no decrease in affection. Oddly, it seemed to deepen. I felt more solid. I think something opened in their hearts.

 

I forget my principles when I get lazy, or when emotional intensity disrupts my clarity.  My success is like our fussy house plant, it requires consistent watering or it limps, but it recovers nicely even when it looks dead.
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